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HISTORICAL NOTES 


HeeM the year 1900 the late Mr H. G. Ell planned the work on 

the Port Hills which included many miles of walking tracks anc 
the building of Road Houses along the way. In Parliament in 1909 
Mr Ell sponsored the stopping of road closing orders on Banks Peninsula 
and the Port Hills and pressed for the purchase and preservation of what 
remained of Kennedys Bush. On the 28th November, 1908, the first 
sod of the Summit Road was turned by the late Sir Charles Bowen, 
and the great project commenced. 


Mr Ell envisaged 53 miles of road from Godley Head to Akaroa. 
Mr Ell throughout his life received much support from public-spirited 
citizens and various associations and committees were formed to help 
him, mainly with finance, but there were many difficulties for his enthus- 
iasm demanded pressing forward with one project after another, some- 
times before the first had been completed. By the time of his death 
at the age of 72 on the 28th June, 1934, four Road Houses had either 
been completed or were in the course of construction. The largest of 
these projects, the “Sign of the Takahe,” was the last to be commenced, 
its construction dating from 1918. The “Sign of the Kiwi,” the “Sign 
of the Bell Bird” and the “Sign of the Pack Horse” were virtually 
completed before his death. 


The Road Houses and some of the reserves on the Port Hills were 
vested by the Government in the Port Hills-Akaroa-Summit Road Trust, 
an organisation which was still in existence at the death of the founder, 
but the Trust found itself in serious financial difficulties. 


In consequence of this position the Mayor of Christchurch in 1936 
called a public meeting of citizens and representatives of local bodies 
to discuss future operations of the Trust. The meeting was held on the 
26th March, 1936, when the Takahe and Summit Road Citizens’ Com- 
mittee was formed, under the chairmanship of Mr T. J. Maling. This 
committee aimed at raising funds to liquidate debts, repay mortgages 
and ultimately secure the building and the Cracroft Hill Reserve on 
which it stood, comprising 7!/2 acres, for all time for the people. 


With generous financial assistance from the Government and local 
bodies and donations from many private citizens the committee was 
enabled to carry on for some years. However, in 1939, funds were 
exhausted, and it became clear that some organisation other than the 
Government would have to find the cost of materials and labour to 
complete the building. Negotiations were entered into with the City 
Council, the mortgagees and others. Matters, however, were suspended 
with the outbreak of war, but by the end of 1942 arrangements were 
concluded with the Christchurch City Council for the purchase of the 
whole area of 71% acres, including the partly completed Takahe, for the 
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sum of £4,545, this arrangement being finalised on a most propitious 
date—Anniversary Day, the 16th December, 1942. 


Between the time when the Citizens’ Committee disbanded in June, 
1939, and ‘the Council entered into possession, there had been much 
vandalism, the building deteriorating also by lack of proper protection 
from the weather. Practically every piece of glass was broken, leadlight 
frames twisted, furniture smashed and joinery thrown about until the 
interior resembled a junk heap. During this period the Council had 
obtained permission to board up doorways and windows, but twice these 
barricades had been broken down. There were many difficulties with 
the building itself and it was a depressing picture which presented itself. 


The City Council embarked on the difficult task of completing the 
building, seeking the advice and assistance of the architect who origin- 
ally designed the “Takahe,” and this has been given readily by Mr 
J. G. Collins. 

The “Takahe” has been built by many hands and it would be diffi- 
cult to name all those who have contributed to the completion of the 


work commenced by the late Mr H. G. EIl. 


A high tribute must be paid to all those men who from time to 
time took an active part in the erection of the building. 


All work, both in stone and wood, was executed by hand, without 
any aid from machinery, proving that these men were not only thorough 
tradesmen, but craftsmen and artists, in their various branches. 


* x x oe 


(Contributed by J. G. Collins, Esq.) 


In view of my long association with the late H. G. Ell, I have been 
invited to add a few words in my capacity of architect in reference to 
the architecture and heraldry which have been featured in the “Sign 
of the Takahe.” 

This is by no means an easy task, owing to the fact that the con- 
struction of the building extended over a very long period, some thirty 
years, and for many years was built in stages, without an ultimate 
design having been prepared in the first instance. 

The building is entirely Gothic in character and design, and em- 
bodies features representative of the various periods of English Gothic 
which flourished and attained perfection in the 13th, 14th and 15th 
centuries and are known as Early English, Decorated, and Perpendicular 
respectively. 

A complete design for the building was not prepared until 1934 
when the Summit Road Trust undertook the completion, after the death 
ot Mr Ell who had devoted untiring energy and enthusiasm to the 
furtherance of the work. 
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A brass plate in memory of him is, very properly, to be placed in 
the building, to read as follows:—‘Sign of the Takahe, a monument to 
the genius and enterprise of Henry George Ell, Founder of the Summit 
Road.” 


I do not think I can add to the foregoing remarks except to express 
the view that any building of note should possess sufficient personality 
to enable it to speak for itself and this, I hope, the “Sign of the Takahe” 
will do. 


In this respect the ““Takahe” follows most of the ancient buildings 


in the Old Country which are composed of many styles in the same 
edifice. 


The stone used for the work was quarried from outcrops at several 
points on, or adjacent to, the Summit Road. 


The majority of the timber is of kauri or totara and the roofs are 
covered with good Welsh slates. 


The life of this building may be estimated in terms of centuries. 


With regard to the heraldry used both internally and externally, 
I think it was Mr Ell’s original intention to reproduce the Arms of early 
Canterbury families though whether this has been strictly adhered to 
I do not know. 


The Arms of the City of Christchurch are depicted on the east 
parapet facing the bus terminus, but these are now obsolete, as an 
entirely different design has recently been adopted by the City. In the 
parapet on the west face are depicted the Arms of Christchurch Priory 
in Hampshire. 


I would suggest that a catalogue be compiled, descriptive of the 
heraldry, for reference to and identification by interested persons who 
may visit the building. I wish to thank the publishers of this book for 
giving me the opportunity of adding these few remarks. 


BS bd * Bo 


(Contributed by J. A. Thomson, Esq.) 


In introducing heraldry at the “Sign of the Takahe” it was the 
intention of the late Mr H. G. Ell to make when possible, the Coats 
of Arms there displayed, have some connection with the pioneer fami- 
lies who had assisted him in his early endeavours to promote the work 
on the Hills. Hence we see among the shields displayed the Wauchope, 
the arms of the family of Mrs J. F. Studholme; this beautiful shield 
takes the form of a stained glass window in the Memorial Room. 
Messrs Cracroft, Acland, Clifford, Vernon, Barker, Torlesse, Bridge, 
Bingham, Cholmondeley, Pritchett and others all contributed to the 
great work instigated by Mr Ell, and their armorial bearings, too, are to 
be found on the walls of the Takahe. 





Later came the idea of adding the arms of the past governors and 
others closely identified with the founding of the Colony. In this direc- 
tion the arms of Sir George Grey, Sir Charles Ferguson, the Earl of Ran- 
furly, Baron Plunkett, Lords Galway, Bledisloe, and Liverpool were 
included. Then the historical section consisting of the arms of such fam- 
ous personages as John Robert Godley, Bishop Williams, Napier of Mag- 
dala, Horatio Nelson, Sir Frances Drake, and Strathmore and King- 
horne, the Bowes-Lyon family from whom our present Queen is of 
direct descent. The most ambitious venture in the heraldic section 
was the work done in the carving of the Royal and Scottish Arms, 
the drawings of which were sent to the Windsor Herald, who expressed 
his admiration for the wealth of detail shown in the designs prepared 
for his approval. These arms form one of the features of the carved 
ceiling in the Armorial Room. 

On the outside of the building over the entrance among others 
are those of Raymond, Count of Provence, Roger De Quincy, Earl of 
Winchester, John, Earl of Warenne and Surrey, also the Mortimer; 
on the east wall the Molesworth of Pencarrow, and the Earl of Derby. 
In the arms alone displayed at the “Sign of the Takahe” is a wealth 
of history which would give many hours of thought to a student of those 
long past days which inspired Mr Ell when he first attempted to portray 
this beautiful edifice of the Tudor period. 

The colourful stained glass windows were gifts from friends who 
were deeply interested and appreciated the work of Mr Ell. The arms 
of Prince John of Eltham which decorates the main window in the 
Armorial Room was a gift of Mr John MacGibbon, who helped and 
inspired Mr Ell for many years. In the Memorial Room we have the 
shield of the Antrobus family and as we mentioned before the Wauchope, 
the gift of the Studholme family. 

Naturally in a building of this description some of the shields 
depicted were chosen, not so much for their historical importance as 
for their decorative effect on the rest of the building. The six shields 
displayed over the fireplace in the main lounge are the Ross, the Leslie, 
the Beauchamp, the Crosbie, the Cracroft, and the Malet. Over the 
fireplace in the Memorial Room are the arms of Sir Roger Trumping- 
ton. ‘This fireplace by the way, is practically a replica of one in Haddon 
Hall, Dorothy Vernon’s old home. 

The amazing part of the whole conception of the Takahe is the 
fact that Mr EIl had never seen at first hand the wonders of the period 
he so earnestly desired to bring to the sight of others. His one desire 
was to portray faithfully the skilled craftsmanship of those who wrought 
only by hand in the days when machinery was unthought of, and the 
work so skilfully executed at the Takahe speaks well of the modern 
craftsman who so ably carried out his ideal to the perfection achieved 
in this building. 
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HAND CARVED CEILING AND ROYAL COAT OF ARMS 
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